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Abstract 
Learning vocabulary and promoting the vocabulary knowledge has always been an important issue for the learners of English as 
a second or foreign language; this is also the case for EAP students who are in the state of studying General English and those 
who develop materials for the named students. The present study aimed at measuring the vocabulary knowledge of the 
undergraduate students from three faculties (Engineering, Sciences, and Humanities) at the University of Kashan. The 
instruments used for this study were a Receptive Vocabulary Levels Test Version B (originally developed by Nation (1983)) and 
observation. The results showed that the overall vocabulary knowledge of the undergraduate students from these faculties was 
not the one considered acceptable for an EAP undergraduate student since compared to the perfect score for the Receptive 
Vocabulary Levels Test Version B, the scores these students obtained were much lower; also there was a difference among the 
vocabulary knowledge of the undergraduate students belonging to different faculties. In other words, the EAP undergraduates of 
Engineering Faculty achieved the highest score while the EAP undergraduates of Sciences achieved the lowest and those of 
Humanities Faculty had a place in the middle. The results of the present study can be applied by textbook writers to develop the 
General English textbooks with the vocabulary words which are really essential for the students. 
© 2014 Khodabakhshi, Daroonshad, and Moini. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Recently, it is believed that the teaching of vocabulary in EAP is really essential. One important concern in this  
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study is what technical vocabulary, semi-technical vocabulary and core business vocabulary, academic word lists, 
and general vocabulary knowledge are in ESP, higher education levels, and tertiary levels. After providing some 
accepted definitions for these terms by different authors, some studies which have been conducted in knowing what 
is the general vocabulary knowledge and academic words in tertiary levels or higher education levels will be 
provided. There are several vocabulary tests which are used to get to know what the vocabulary knowledge of the 
EAP and ESP students and even students learning General English is and how many words they know. When the 
researchers and textbook writers are aware of this vocabulary knowledge, the words which are brought in the 
vocabulary books, General English courses, will be those words which these students have less knowledge of. The 
purpose of this study is trying to know about the vocabulary knowledge of the undergraduate students from different 
majors and also seeking to know whether there are any differences between the vocabulary knowledge of 
undergraduate students from different faculties, such as Engineering, Sciences, and Humanities faculties.  
 
 
2. Literature Review 
2.1. Technical vocabulary and low frequency vocabulary  
    Nation and Kyongho (1995) define technical vocabulary as a vocabulary which “occurs with very high or 
moderate frequency within a very limited range of texts or just within one text”. As an example, words such as 
“isocost, utility, and duopoly” occur more frequently in economics texts while they do not appear as much in other 
texts with the same definition. They have also provided a meaning for low frequency vocabulary in which a word 
like this exists with “low frequency over a range of texts, that are so rare that low frequency is inevitably related to 
narrow range, or that are the technical vocabulary of other subjects (one person' s technical vocabulary is another 
person's low frequency vocabulary!)” (Nation, 2001, has also distinguished the differences between high-frequency 
words and low-frequency words).  
 
    In another study, Chung and Nation (2004) have mentioned that technical words are not easy to distinguish and 
they are mostly “subject related” occurring in a “specialist domain” and are “part of a system of subject 
knowledge”. Each of these qualities can be a basis for identifying technical terms. Chung and nation (2003) have 
also tried to explain what technical words are and again it must be put forward that other words like academic words 
have been defined and the definitions for such words are to some extent acceptable by the authors, but not for 
technical words. In spite of all these, there are some ways to distinguish such words, such as a dictionary, textual 
clues, and computer programs. Another way is a scale used for finding technical words in anatomy. Four steps can 
be found in this scale in order to identify the technical words: Step 1: “words such as function words that have a 
meaning that has no particular relationship with the field of anatomyˮ, e.g. adjacent, Step 2: “words that have a 
meaning that is minimally related to the field of anatomy in that they describe the positions, movements, or features 
of the bodyˮ, e.g. structures, Step 3: “Words that have a meaning that is closely related to the field of anatomyˮ, e.g. 
trunk, chest, Step 4: “Words that have a meaning specific to the field of anatomy and are not likely to be known in 
general language. They refer to structures and functions of the bodyˮ, e.g. sternum, costal.  
 
2.2. Semi-technical or subtechnical vocabulary and core business vocabulary 
    Dudley-Evans and Jo ST John (1998) have stated that there are not acceptable definitions for the terms, semi-
technical vocabulary and core business vocabulary. However, Baker (1988) has provided a list of six categories of 
subtechnical vocabulary, which are related to EAP. She further states that the term “subtechnical” includes items 
that are “neither highly technical and specific to a certain field of knowledge nor obviously general in the sense of 
being everyday words which are not used in a distinctive way in specialized texts.ˮ These subtechnical words are as 
follows:  
x Items which express notions general to all specialized disciplines, e.g. factor, method, and function. 
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x General items which have a specialized meaning in one or more disciplines, in addition to a 
different meaning in general language. Bug in computer science, for instance, is different from bug as 
we know it in everyday use.  
x Items which are not used in general language but which have different meanings in several 
specialized disciplines. Morphological, for instance, means different things to linguists and botanists.  
x Items which are traditionally viewed as general language vocabulary but which have restricted 
meanings in certain specialized disciplines. In botany, effective simply means “take effect”; it carries 
no evaluative meaning. 
x General language items which are used, in preference to other semantically equivalent items, to 
describe or comment on technical processes and functions. For example, a recent examination of a 
corpus of biology textbooks (Holes and Baker, forthcoming) revealed that “photosynthesis, and other 
processes such as digestion, do not, apparently, ever ‘happen’: they overwhelmingly ‘take place’ and 
occasionally ‘occur’”. Take place and occur can therefore be regarded as subtechnical vocabulary.  
x Items which are used in specialized texts to perform specific rhetorical functions. There are items 
which signal the writer's intentions or his evaluation of the material presented. 
    Dudley-Evans and Jo ST John (1998) recommend that there are overlaps between these six categories and 
apparently there are two areas there:  
Vocabulary is used in general language but has a higher frequency of occurrence in scientific and 
technical description and discussion (essentially categories 1, 5 and 6 in Baker's list); and vocabulary 
has specialized and restricted meanings in certain disciplines and which may vary in meaning across 
disciplines (Baker's categories 2, 3 and 4). 
    There are some examples provided for such vocabularies in table 1.  
                  Table 1. Vocabulary. 
Type of Vocabulary Examples 
General vocabulary that has a higher frequency 
in a specific field 
academic: factor, function, occur, cycle; 
evaluative adjectives such as relevant, 
important, interesting; tourism: verbs such as 
accept, advise, agree, confirm; collocations, 
such as make a booking, launch a campaign 
General English words that have a specific 
meaning in certain disciplines 
bug in computer science; force, acceleration 
and energy in physics; stress and strain in 
mechanics and engineering 
  
 
    Lee (2001) has claimed that there are several approaches for the core vocabulary, while some of them are related, 
others are in contrast. Seven conceptions of core vocabulary are provided by him as follows: 
x the most frequent words in the language as a whole 
x the most frequent in terms of a particular medium  
x the most frequent words for a particular demographic grouping  
x words that are most general, or unmarked, or central to the language  
x words that are cognitively basic or most salient  
x words that, in their most general sense, have the most widespread usage across a wide range of 
genres 
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2.3. Academic word lists 
    Thomas (2010) has carried out a research about the Academic Word Lists which cover “570 word families that 
occur reasonably frequently over a wide range of academic texts. The list was developed and evaluated by Averil 
Coxhead for her MA thesis (Coxhead, 2000). The AWL word families were selected according to range and 
frequency”. 
    Making up an academic word list for students especially for EAP students is a good idea. According to Fraser 
(2008), some studies have been successful in “creating specialized word lists which can help ESP learners reach 
satisfactory levels of reading comprehension”. These word lists are “usually learned in conjunction with general 
purpose and academic word lists in order to reach this kind of coverage”. Fraser (2008) aimed to “create a 
pharmacology word list”, the list of words which are really necessary for their users. Cambridge ESOL (2009) has 
also provided a vocabulary list called the KET Vocabulary List in order to help “item writers who produce materials 
for the KET examination” in which KET stands for key English test. This list has vocabulary which is suitable for 
this level and contains “receptive vocabulary (words that the candidate is expected to understand but which is not 
the focus of a question), and productive vocabulary (words that the candidate needs to know in order to answer a 
question)”. 
2.4. General vocabulary knowledge 
    Nation and Kyongho (1995) have also provided some explanations for general service vocabulary stating that 
general service vocabulary contains words with “high frequency in most uses of the language. It is the essential 
core. It includes the most useful function words, like the, of, be, and could, and content words like stop, agree, wide, 
and hardly. General service vocabulary occurs frequently across a wide range of texts”. The most popular general 
service vocabulary is “Michael West's (1953) A General Service List of English Words” consisting of about “2000 
word families”.  
2.5. Studies conducted in this area  
    There are some studies which have sought to investigate the vocabulary knowledge of the students learning 
English. For example, those who graduate in Indonesia have a passive vocabulary of about 900-1000 words (Quinn, 
1970); those in China have a passive vocabulary of 1,200 words (Shui-Chun, 1982); Malaysian students 1,000 
words (Criper, 1981); Nepalese students 500-700 words (Davies et al, 1984), and Tanzanian students 1,700 (Criper 
and Dodd, 1984). Narayanaswamy (1972) took a vocabulary test which showed that Indian learners who were 
studying in the pre-university school and had learnt English for about seven years knew nearly about a thousand 
words of the General Service List. 
 
3. Research Questions 
The study seeks to answer the following research questions: 
1. What is the vocabulary knowledge of the EAP undergraduate students in Iran? 
2. Are there any differences between the vocabulary knowledge of the EAP undergraduate students from 
different faculties (Engineering, Sciences, and Humanities faculties)? 
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4. Methodology 
4.1. Participants 
The participants of this study were 135 undergraduate students (that were about 50 undergraduates from 
Engineering Faculty including mainly Chemistry and Mechanic, 40 from Sciences Faculty including Mathematics, 
Physics, and Chemistry, and 45 from Humanities Faculty including Law, Social Sciences). Since the purpose of the 
study had nothing to do with the gender of the participants, the gender variable was considered as the controlled 
one. Also the year of participants’ education was not an issue here, so they were all freshman, sophomore, junior, 
and senior students. 
4.2. Instruments 
    The instruments of the study were a Receptive Vocabulary Test and observation. The Receptive Vocabulary 
Levels Test Version B was used in the current study. There is an original Vocabulary Levels Test which was 
developed by Paul Nation and is available in Nation (1983). The Receptive Vocabulary Levels Test which was used 
in this study was “one of a pair of equivalent forms and is a major improvement on the original test with an overall 
internal consistency reliability of 0.95ˮ and was borrowed from Dadvar (2009)'s M.A. thesis. The instruction of this 
test was changed and translated into the native language of the named participants, an example was added, and then 
it was distributed among the undergraduate students to measure their vocabulary knowledge.  
    The mentioned test has word-definition matching format. It includes 52 boxes; each contains six discrete, 
selective, context-independent words on the left side and three definitions on the right. Participants were required to 
match the words to the definitions. In fact, they should choose three out of six words on the left to match them with 
three definitions provided on the right. In total, 156 definitions should be matched to 156 out of 312 words. Some 
instruction in Persian followed by an example was added to the test in order to make sure that all test-takers know 
what to do.  
    The observations included five General English classes from different faculties and one EFL class at University 
of Kashan. It was aimed to make these observations to come up with more fruitful results and to gain better insight 
about the reasons behind their vocabulary knowledge.  
4.3. Data collection procedures 
    Considering the aims of the current study, five General English classes from three different faculties including 
Engineering, Sciences, and Humanities at the University of Kashan were randomly selected. Classes held in the 
named faculties mainly composed of students of that faculty, however there were few exceptions: The students had 
to attend General English classes which were held in other faculties to match their schedules. Tests were distributed 
among students in their General English classes which were planned in advance by professors of these classes. 
Participants were informed about the purpose of the study, format of test and way of doing it. Before handing out 
the test among students, they were asked to write their name or their pen name (however, mentioning the purpose of 
the study, it was made clear that if students wrote their true name which would remain confidential, doing so was 
optional and just for those who wanted to be aware of the result of their tests); they also wrote their major (it was 
necessary considering the aims of the study) and their education year (it was optional because they were all EAP 
undergraduates). In average it took about 50 minutes of the time of the classes to administer the test. Students were 
asked to answer test items individually, in site, and without using dictionaries. Test-takers were motivated to take 
the test by providing them with researchers’ emails so that if they were interested they could be aware of the results 
of their tests.   
4.4. Data analysis  
    After giving the test to the students, their papers were corrected; and the number of the correct answers for each 
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individual or in other words an individual’s total score was multiplied by 100 to get the total receptive vocabulary 
size for him/her. The total receptive vocabulary size was calculated for all participants in the study. Then 
participants were classified according to their majors and their faculties too in order to be able to compare the 
vocabulary knowledge of students of these three faculties (Engineering, Sciences, and Humanities). The total 
receptive vocabulary size of each faculty was calculated by adding the total receptive vocabulary size of individuals 
belonging to that faculty; the number gained at this stage was divided by the numbers of participants belonging to 
the faculty.  
 
5. Results  
It was hypothesized that the vocabulary knowledge of the EAP undergraduate students of different faculties is 
not the one which is expected from them or the one which is acceptable for an EAP undergraduate student. Another 
hypothesis was that there are considerable differences among the vocabulary knowledge of the students of these 
faculties. As it can be inferred from the following paragraphs and according to the results, the hypotheses of the 
study are supported.   
 
Considering the aims of conducting such study or to answer the first research question, the following numbers 
are the average score of receptive vocabulary size for students of these faculties; the results of these calculations 
revealed that the total receptive vocabulary size of the Engineering Faculty with 48 participants (both male and 
female), taking part in this study, was 4593/75 (displayed in Table 2. Engineering Faculty); According to Table 3. 
Sciences Faculty, the total receptive vocabulary size of Sciences Faculty with 25 cases (both male and female), 
participating at the present study, was 3188; and the total receptive vocabulary size of humanities Faculty with 43 
participants (both male and female), taking the vocabulary size test, was 3432/5581 (see Table 4. Humanities 
Faculty). 
               Table 2. Engineering Faculty 
Number of participants 48 
Gender Both male & female 
Total score 
Average score 
5800+3300+4700+…+3400+5400+9800=220500 
4593.75 
  
 
                Table 3. Sciences Faculty 
Number of participants 48 
Gender Both male & female 
Total score 
Average score 
1600+4600+1300+…+1600+3500+5000=79700 
3188 
  
                Table 4. Humanities Faculty 
Number of participants 48 
Gender Both male & female 
Total score 
Average score 
3200+4400+2600+…+2800+2200+6000=147600 
3432.5581 
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    Regarding the second research question that is investigating whether there are differences between receptive 
vocabulary sizes of different faculties, as it was reported above and anticipated at the outset of the study, the answer 
is “yes”, which means that actually there were differences. The results of these comparisons indicated that 
vocabulary knowledge of students of Engineering Faculty was the highest; and vocabulary knowledge of students of 
Sciences Faculty was the lowest; and the vocabulary knowledge of students of Humanities Faculty was just slightly 
more than that of Sciences Faculty and so it is placed at the middle (as shown in Table 5 below). It is worth 
mentioning that we classified the students to the faculties according to their majors, not General English classes 
they attended; that was because as it was mentioned before there were some exceptions to the students who attended 
the General English classes which were held in other faculties other than their own. 
 
                 Table 5. Average scores from highest to lowest 
Faculty Number of prticipants Average Score 
Engineering 48 4593.75 
Humanities  
Sciences 
43 
25 
3432.5581 
3188 
   
 
6. Discussion and Conclusion 
The objective of the study was to estimate the receptive vocabulary size of EAP undergraduate students from 
different faculties (i.e. Engineering, Sciences, and Humanities). Also it was attempted to know whether there were 
any differences among the students of the named faculties regarding their vocabulary knowledge. Having 
accomplished the mentioned objectives, textbook writers can apply the results of this study to develop the General 
English materials which contain the essential vocabularies needed for the named students.   
  
Concerning the first research question, “What is the vocabulary knowledge of the EAP undergraduate students in 
Iran?ˮ; the results showed that the total receptive vocabulary size of the Engineering Faculty was 4593.75, Sciences 
Faculty was 3188, and Humanities Faculty was 3432.5581. Since the perfect score for the Receptive Vocabulary 
Levels Test Version B is 15600 and not to be too idealistic about the expected scores, there was significant 
discrepancy between the observed average scores and the perfect one, so the first hypothesis was supported.  The 
findings suggested that the vocabulary knowledge of the EAP undergraduate students is not the one which should be 
acceptable; based on the observations made in the five General English classes for EAP students and one EFL class, 
held at University of Kashan; the researchers came up with some root causes of this problem. In more details, the 
English language is underestimated in the universities of Iran in general and in this university in particular. For 
instance, in these classes the use of the native language (Persian language) was more dominant than the target 
language in case of the language of greetings, warms up, instructions, and directions; in these classes, the emphasis 
was mostly on the Reading Skill through which the grammar and vocabulary were taught. Although large amounts 
of vocabulary were presented through reading to the learners, these words did not form their receptive vocabulary 
knowledge, let alone their productive ones; this was due to the method used in teaching reading which was 
translation of new vocabulary words into the students' native language. Observing both EAP and EFL classes, there 
were significant differences between the ways that English was taught in these classes; in EFL classroom, the 
tendency was mostly towards new approaches and methods of language teaching, i.e. communicative language 
teaching, task-based language teaching, and learner-center approach which were not observed in General English 
classes. In GE classes, the teachers still stuck to the old methods and approaches of language teaching, i.e. Grammar 
Translation Method and Teacher centered approach; even in the case of a teacher teaching both EFL and GE 
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classes, s/he adopted different approaches and methods for teaching English in the classes mentioned; this confirms 
the fact that English language is underestimated in General English classes.  
  
The second research question was, “Are there any differences between the vocabulary knowledge of the EAP 
undergraduate students from different faculties (Engineering, Sciences, and Humanities faculties)?ˮ, and the 
hypothesis put forward was that there exists differences among the vocabulary knowledge of students of different 
faculties. The highest average score belonged to the students of Engineering Faculty which was 4593.75, the lowest 
belonged to the Sciences Faculty that was 3188, and the humanities Faculty with an average score of 3432.5581 lied 
between the two above. The reason behind this might be the fact that the Engineering students deal with English in 
their technical courses more than the students of other faculties and thus their carrier content and real content 
(according to Dudley-Evans and Jo ST John, 1998, the first referring to “the subject matter of an exerciseˮ and the 
second to “the language or skill content of an exerciseˮ) are more interrelated; as a result, the students become more 
motivated and learn English better. A point which should not be ignored is the fact that also in the technical 
textbooks of Sciences students, the real content is more English in comparison with the technical textbooks of 
Humanities students; however, it is not as much as those textbooks of Engineering students. According to what is 
mentioned above, it was expected that the average score of Sciences Faculty should be more than that of Humanities 
Faculty; but owing to the existence of some uncontrollable extraneous factors like time constraint, fatigue, and other 
demotivating factors, this expectation is contrary to the results of the present study. 
 
6.1. Implications and limitations of the study 
    Although this study provides stake holders in educational planning with valuable information and pedagogical 
implications, it cannot be overlooked that at the present study just three faculties (Engineering, Sciences, and 
Humanities) from one university (University of Kashan) were the main concern. Surely, more reliable and 
generalizable results could be gained if the scope of this study was stretched to other faculties and even other 
universities. This study aimed at measuring the vocabulary knowledge of the EAP undergraduate students from 
different faculties (Engineering, Sciences, and Humanities) at the University of Kashan to know what words should 
be included in the General English books and what words should not be. It happens that there are some vocabulary 
words in the General English books which are not really necessary for the students and they pass these courses and 
still they have problems with their English and what is more they do not know many words. It is hoped that by this 
study, a step can be taken to modify the General English textbooks based on the vocabulary words they are really in 
need of.  
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